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Enok Mortensen and the Danes
Worldwide Archives
by INGERBLADT
Enok Mortensen, whose death was a loss not only for the
Danish community in America but also for Denmark, was
one of the last of Denmark's sons to have intimate connections to immigrant activities at the beginning of the century,
for he spent his life in a close bond with the Danish American
colony.
Enok Mortensen bore, as it were, the entire history of
immigration within himself. He became a kind of living,
journeying historical source and for this reason his demise is
a substantial loss for historians. It remains as well the loss of
a good friend who was always supportive of the Danes
Worldwide Archives.
From the very beginning of the Archives around 1930
under the leadership of Max Henius in Aalborg, Enok Mortensen understood the importance of its task and goals. At
that time, the decision to situate the Archives in Denmark
had been fiercely attacked from many sides. Enok Mortensen, however, then a young Grundtvigian pastor, was of the
opinion that Danish Americans had only themselves to
blame, since until then they had overlooked the importance
of this valuable historical material. As he expressed it, with
the zeal and obstinacy of youth, in the journal Ungdom on
March 1, 1931:
Our pastors, who under the influence of Grundtvig's
historical-poetic philosophy of life held interminable
lectures on historical subjects, have sinned mightily by
forgetting that history is created in the here and now.
In other words, they had forgotten to see the present in
historical perspective and to collect archival material while
there was still time.
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It is well known that Enok Mortensen later contributed to
the effort of making good the sins of the past. But though he
worked with the Danish Immigrant Archives at Grand View
College, for example, his interest in the Archives in Aalborg
never weakened. He believed that the various organizations
should cooperate, not argue among themselves. This
thought lies behind the Danish Immigrant Archival Listing
(DIAL), which the Danish American Heritage Society
(DAHS) began jointly with Grand View College in 1979,
with Thorvald Hansen as its director and Enok Mortensen as
one of its most important supporters.
As a researcher, Enok Mortensen knew the importance of
not ony preserving historical documents, but also making
them known and accessible. Indeed, much of his own work
took on shapes that illustrated the amount and kinds of
material available. Until recently, his Danish American Life
and Letters from 1945 (later reprinted) was the only comprehensive bibliography on Danish American subjects. It was of
inestimable importance for daily work in an archive / library
such as the Danes Worldwide Archives. Equally important is
his collection of biographies of ministers in the Danish
Lutheran
Church of America (Grundtvigian)
which
unfortunately was never published. The treasured carbon
copy belonging to the Danes Worldwide Archives has been
well-nigh worn to shreds by librarians and researchers.
Another important aspect of Enok Mortensen's activity lies
in his authorship of large, interpretive presentations based
on solid knowledge of source material. Falling into this
category are 75 Years at Danebod, The Danish Lutheran
Church in America, and Schools for Life, all standard works
at the Archives, which provided much source material for
these works since its manuscript collections contain a wealth
of papers from Grundtvigian pastors.
Enok Mortensen immersed himself with particular interest in the Kj0lhede collection. This was partly because Peder
Kj0lhede was, for many years, chairman of The Danish
Lutheran Church of America, which made him a centrallyplaced figure during the well-known church struggle that
took place at the end of the nineteenth century. Furthermore,
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Enok Mortensen had become a member of the Kj0lhede/
Rodholm dynasty himself through his marriage to Nanna
Rodholm. It does not seem farfetched to suppose that some
of the inspiration for Enok Mortensen' s last novel, Den
Lange Plovfure, can be found on the shelves of the Danes
Worldwide Archives.
Because of Enok Mortensen's many visits to the
Archives, we came to know him as a person whose grayish,
strict exterior hid a warm and fascinating core. He felt at
home at the Archives and blossomed there. He was a most
loyal friend, tutor and researcher. Indeed, he remained a researcher all his life. When taking leave, he never said, "There
is nothing left for me to do now." Rather, it was always, 'Tm
still so far from being done!" He was humble when dealing
with the work of others, which he always took to be better
than that which he had produced. This modesty when judging
himself may have been the reason for his beginning an
American autobiography, which would have been welcomed. Of course, one can speculate that his novels and
short stories are in part constructed around his own experiences. It would certainly add an extra dimension to the
books, which are not always equally absorbing, if the man
Enok Mortensen could be glimpsed between the lines.
Enok Mortensen' s most distinguished task during his
stays in Denmark was to serve as guest lecturer at Askov
folk high school. Second on his list, however, was the Danes
Worldwide Archives. When word got around that Enok
Mortensen was in Denmark and would be visiting the
Archives, the telephone hardly stopped ringing. Students
from near and far "made appointments." Separate space had
to be arranged for on the premises, which were at that time
quite small, for all wanted to visit personally with Enok
Mortensen. At one and the same time there might be, for
example, two researchers from the United States, two from
Aarhus University, and any number from Aalborg University Center. It was as though no one entirely trusted the
written documents to tell the entire story - they wanted to
draw on this source of experience while there was still time.
After the discussions, everyone would meet at the famous
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"round table" for a cup of tea. It often happened during these
conversations
that common interests brought people
together in friendship, and very few contemporary researchers in the field of immigrant history did not take this
opportunity to meet "the grand old man."
The difficulty of writing objectively about someone with
whom one has had a warm and personal relationship is well
known. What Enok Mortensen meant, first to Holger Bladt
and later to the writer, as a friend and advisor regarding
the difficult enterprise of keeping an archive alive that
lacked all manner of resources, can hardly be described
in words. As the former head of the Danes Worldwide
Archives for a number of years, I wish to express my
gratitude for having had the great experience of personally
knowing the historian and the man, Enok Mortensen.
Translated by Ann Marie Rasmussen
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